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I am delighted and honoured to be at this event to discuss the issues raised by the report underpinning 
Caritas projects’ work with children and families in poverty in Europe, and to have the opportunity to feed 
in some more academic thoughts about social capital processes in relation to poverty alleviation. 
 
The report is called ‘Navigating safe passage through the labyrinth of poverty’.  The image of a labyrinth 
of poverty is a very striking one.  On the one hand, I think that, rather than the classic, literal labyrinths 
that can be found in cathedrals such as Chartres and other places, with one spiraling pathway leading 
into and away from the centre, a more symbolic use of the word is intended, as a maze, with a series of 
pathways that may or may not lead to the centre or go nowhere and end abruptly.  In both cases, from 
the point of view of the people who have found themselves in the labyrinth, there is little to provide a 
sense of direction nor an exit in sight. 
 
But on the other hand, if we shift our viewpoint away from the experiences of people themselves – the 
experience of being lost – and step back to take a broader view of society, I think that the image of a 
labyrinth having a central path allows the idea that, while we often refer to people in poverty as excluded 
or marginalized, a terminology that places them somehow as outside of society, in fact they are at the 
centre of society.  It is the poor who bear the central sacrifice for society as a whole, who pay the price of 
local, national and global political and economic shifts, and of social organization and circumstances.  In 
a situation of economic cutbacks, it is people living in poverty who are going to suffer from the 
withdrawal of funding to services that can support them.  Such withdrawals of funding will be 
implemented in the name of the good of society as a whole.  So, people already in disadvantage will be 
further disadvantaged in the name of the benefit of wider society.  This sense of the labyrinth turns the 
image of where people living in poverty are located in society on its head, to place them at the centre of 
citizenship rather than peripheral to it.  I rather like that image as a basis for intervention to redress 
inequality and exploitation. 
 
The notion of the labyrinth as a series of different pathways also captures the multi-dimensionality of 
contributing factors towards poverty, and consequently of the remedies.  This gives points about 
interventions a real strength, in that recommendations for redressing poverty can address variations in 
context, which is very important.  The multidimensional labyrinth framework is able to adjust itself to the 
different national European contexts in which Caritas is working.  And just as importantly, the 
recommendations are able to encompass the way that particular social groups may be placed differently 
to other groups within a shared national context. 
 
This means, for example, that in relation to the material dimension of multidimensionality, well paid, 
secure employment as a route out of poverty can be acknowledged at the same time as links are made 
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through to another, more emotional and psychological dimension in also identifying the need to adjust 
employment conditions to enable mothers and fathers to spend time with their children rather than fitting 
their children around their work.  Policies that focus on paid work alone, and encourage mothers and 
fathers to become independent earners without adequately addressing issues of care run the risk of 
embedding another dimension of poverty, compounding the central sacrifice that people in poverty make 
on behalf of society.  In contrast, policies that provide time, space and financial security for parents to 
balance their work and care responsibilities, and have time for relationships with their children, are also 
poverty interventions just as much as schemes that focus on people taking up employment.   
 
This brings me to a focus on social capital as a dimension of poverty and an area of intervention to 
mitigate it.  Here Caritas sees a role for itself in supporting local social networks and indeed forming a 
part of them, captured in an image of Caritas workers as co-navigators, walking alongside families to 
safely guide them through the multidimensional passages of the labyrinth, out of poverty.  This role is a 
particular form of social capital to us academics, called linking social capital.  In the rest of the time 
available to me I’m going to give you a brief seminar on social capital.  Knowing about the various forms 
of social capital and how they work, their effects, is important because just as much as social capital can 
be harnessed to alleviate poverty and disadvantage, it can act to embed it – and of course the other side 
of the social capital coin is the privileged use it to ensure their advantage too.   
 
In a general sense, social capital is used to refer to the way that people connect through their social 
networks, the common values that are within these networks including trust and reciprocity, and how 
these networks and values then constitute a resource that equates to a kind of capital in that it can be 
invested and accumulate, or be wasted and frittered away through spending it in a stupid way, or indeed 
be in completely the wrong sort of currency and of little use.   
 
Different writers on social capital define it in slightly different ways and also see it as arising in different 
ways.  For example, some see it as formed within relationships between family members while others 
put more of a stress on civic activities and networks outside families.  Writers also make distinctions 
between basic forms of social capital, as bonding, bridging and linking.  Each form is seen as helpful in 
different ways, in terms of meeting different needs. 
 
Bonding social capital is usually used to refer to strong ties between people in similar situations, such as 
members of a family, close friends and neighbours, and who have similar resources.  Bonding social 
capital is seen as good for encouraging specific sorts of feelings of togetherness and support, reciprocity 
and solidarity.  It maintains strong loyalty and ties between people who are inside the group, it generates 
and supports them in their shared and similar identities and values. 
 
Bonding social capital is often called social capital for ‘getting by’ in life.   
Its strengths are that it is solidarity-based, and provides the obligation-based support to people that 
enables day-to-day survival.  For example, a mother might lend her sister some money to get some 
shopping when she runs short, on the understanding that it will be paid back at the end of the week.  But 
bonding social capital also has drawbacks.  It subjects relationships to pressures of intense hopes, 
broken expectations can lead to conflict and guilt – what happens if the sister cannot replay at the end of 
the week and the mother cannot pay her electricity bill? – and it is unlikely to provide any wider benefits 
beyond the everyday negotiation of disadvantage  
 
 3 
Bridging social capital is usually seen as the links that people have to others who tend to be from 
different social circles to their own.  It either brings together people who are similar to each other but in a 
weaker or more distant way than bonding social capital, or brings together people who come from 
different social groups and diverse social circumstances.  Bridging social capital is said to generate 
broader identities and wider reciprocity rather than reinforcing a narrow grouping, so bridging 
connections are seen as better at providing people with looser ties and thus with access to broader 
resources.  They are good at serving instrumental goals because they can provide access to new types 
of resources and information, and rely less on shared values. 
 
Bridging social capital is often called social capital for ‘getting on’ in life.  It seems to be concerned with 
individual people instrumentally building relationships that preserve and accumulate relative social 
advantage.  I might, for example, keep in touch with a car mechanic I have met not because I really like 
the person but because it is good to have connections with someone who can mend my car if it breaks 
down.  Bridging social capital is a strength in that it is aspirational, and ensures access to further 
resources.  Importantly, though it also has drawbacks.  It involves people in considerable worries about 
maintaining their status, like which school they are going to send their children to or whether they are 
moving in the right networks to get the right sort of job.  This can be at the expense of others.  For 
example, in a market place of education provision, middle class families often systematically use their 
own connections to ensure that their children get one of the limited places at a particular high achieving 
school.  
 
The final form of social capital is called linking.  It is said to reach out vertically, up the levels of social 
organization, outside of communities.  It allows people to access and use resources, ideas and 
information from contacts outside their own circles and circumstances.  Linking social capital enables 
connections between communities and wider power structures and institutions, and generates relations 
of trust between local people and professional agencies.  In this way linking social capital enables 
communities to influence and use a far wider range of resources than are available with the community.   
 
It is this idea of linking that has particular practical importance for strategies to combat poverty.  For 
example, the World Bank has used the concept of linking social capital to broaden debate within the 
organization away from a focus on the economic alone, and to develop policies based on participation, 
and bottom up social and cultural change alongside top down economic adjustment.  Voluntary sector 
interventions and services that can facilitate this link between people and institutionalized power and 
resources are often given as an example of this form of social capital.  Linking social capital initiatives 
include the promotion of mentoring programmes, citizens juries and children’s parliaments, extending 
internet access, and housing policies that create more socially mixed communities.  I expect that some 
of the presentations from Caritas projects that are going to follow me might give other illustrations of this 
process of linking people and families in poverty to wider resources. 
 
Linking social capital takes account of the fact that social capital is a feature of inequality in itself 
because access to different types of valued and institutional networks is unequally distributed.  I have a 
brother-in-law who is a lawyer.  If I have a legal problem, I go to my brother-in-law for advice, and he 
doesn’t charge me.  Everyone can use their connections as a way of advancing their interests, but some 
people’s connections are more valuable than others.  Their connections tend to be with people who are 
themselves well connected. 
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In turn, the least privileged also tend to have networks that are made up of people in a similar situation to 
themselves, who therefore are of only limited use in accessing new resources.  People facing tough 
circumstances can and do find their social capital a useful resource, and adversity can help strengthen 
bonds, particularly among those who face similar experiences of exclusion or danger.  But strong 
localized bonding social networks tend to give little access to others who could help bring benefits that 
are situated or controlled outside the community.  Unlike me, an unemployed person living in public 
housing with occasional access to paid work as a manual labourer is unlikely to have a lawyer in their 
family when they need one.  But perhaps there might be a voluntary service in the local community who 
can use linking social capital and facilitate access to a lawyer. 
 
Also, powerful people or groups can try to limit or undermine the social capital of those who are less 
powerful.  So, for example, engagement in consultative political processes can be dominated by small 
groups of community leaders, who may use their own extensive networks to ensure that others are 
excluded or their views discounted.  This might mean that the views and needs of mothers and children 
are crowded out in favour of those of men.  So it is important that linking social capital reaches to those 
who are marginalized even within marginalized groups.   
 
And a final point before I conclude, linking social capital assumes two things: firstly that there is 
someone or something to facilitate the linking, and secondly, that there is someone or something to link 
to.  In the current context of economic constraint, we cannot take for granted either a mediating agency 
to help safe navigation of the labyrinth of poverty (facilitating linking), nor the availability of institutional 
and other resources that people can use to leave the labyrinth (linking to).  I think that this points to a 
fairly basic connection between economic capital and the ability to generate and foster particular forms 
of social capital. 
 
Now to sum up.  Those who use the concept and write about social capital tend to present it as a good 
and beneficial thing, emphasizing its positive outcomes not only for individuals and families but also for 
wider society.  But, as I have indicated, different forms of social capital have different sorts of effects, 
and some of these may be perverse in that – within the specifics of different national contexts and their 
particular problems and policies – they embed the central sacrifice of exclusion made by people in 
poverty.   
 
The trick for Caritas, I think, is to work with and promote the forms of social capital that have best effect 
for people living in poverty in the particular social and local circumstances in which they find themselves.  
Of course, this point applies not only to Caritas, but to other third sector organizations working in 
labyrinths of poverty across Europe, as well as collaborations between voluntary agencies to provide 
services, information and advocacy.  And also to campaign and lobby.  Efforts at generating and 
maintaining linking social capital need to be facilitated – to be funded! – by regional, national and EU 
governments that are committed to addressing social and economic inequalities. 
